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School Choice or School’s Choice: Who’s Choosing Whom?
Paul C. Egeland, Wheaton College, &
Steve McIlrath, Austin Community Academy High School
Abstract
A high school math teacher’s reﬂ ections on the choice decisions of his students provided 
the impetus for a collaborative study with a college professor. Th is paper contains the 
voices of surveyed students seemingly trapped in a failing high school and how their 
perspectives, combined with other studies in the literature, have led the authors to 
depict a signiﬁ cant downside of school choice. In this ongoing dialogue, the knowledge 
of both the faculty member and the high school teacher was enriched through mutual 
interactions as well as through conversations with each other’s students.
Introduction
When we ﬁ rst met, the complexities of the school choice debate were not issues either of 
us had given much consideration. Paul was simply looking for a contact in an inner city 
school, hoping to schedule a ﬁ eld trip for his introductory education course and Steve was 
just a wet-behind-the-ears teacher, open to any opportunity that might help him make 
sense of his ﬁ rst few years of teaching. In the 10 years that followed, Paul conducted more 
than 20 ﬁ eld trips to Steve’s neighborhood public high school in Chicago. He accompanied 
undergraduate students from a suburban liberal arts institution as they observed classes and 
then dialogued with the school principal, groups of students, and Steve. Steve also visited 
Paul’s classes at the college, sharing his educational experiences with preservice teachers. 
Th is interaction took on a more formal dynamic during the 2004–05 school year when 
Steve wrote a series of letters to the educational system at large. His weekly perspectives on 
teaching in a “chronically failing” West Side school were mailed to the mayor of Chicago, 
the president of the Chicago School Board, the chief executive oﬃ  cer (CEO) of the Chicago 
Public Schools, the principal of his high school, and to Paul’s School and Society class. 
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Over this decade of interaction, Paul and Steve’s collaborative eﬀ orts have evolved 
in both form and content, covering a broad range of topics as well as methods for 
examining those topics. Most recently this has included questioning how the current 
system of school choice has impacted students, families, and schools on Chicago’s West 
Side. In one of his weekly letters (March 7, 2005), Steve raised some questions regarding 
school choice: “If desegregating our public schools was meant to create more school 
choice, then why, 50 years later, is school choice still something for which we are striving? 
Why has 50 years of school choice provided greater freedom for some, but less for others? 
Who are the people with the means to choose in our society, or perhaps better yet, who 
are the people without the means to choose? Does creating schools of choice in some way 
inevitably create other, less desirable schools, schools of lesser choice?” School choice, in this 
speciﬁ c case, refers to students having options to apply to any public high school in the 
Chicago Public School (CPS) system.
Th ese questions prompted Steve to ask his own students about their high school 
choices and further motivated us to invest in a summer of researching, reading, and 
debating school choice. In doing so we uncovered a robust literature in two areas: the 
public policy rationale for (or against) choice and parental interaction/roles regarding 
choice. We surmised, however, that the motivation of students themselves may play a 
signiﬁ cant role in the process of choosing, particularly at the secondary school level. 
Th eir voices are not frequently sought or heard in the ongoing debate, and we found 
this void in the literature. Th e student voices sampled from Steve’s classes cast a new 
light on the current school choice literature as well as Chicago’s framework for school 
choice at the high school level. Th e student voices became a corrective lens of sorts, 
ultimately leading us to focus on the reality that certain Chicago high schools, namely 
those whose applicant pools greatly exceed their school’s enrollment capacity, appear to 
exercise a signiﬁ cant degree of choice in whom they accept into their student body. Th is 
has transformed the way in which we look at choice, compelling us to ask, “Is it school 
choice or school’s choice; who’s choosing whom?” We began this quest by exploring the 
arguments policy makers oﬀ ered in favor of school choice.
Assumptions of Public Policy — Paul
Many politicians and policy makers operate under the assumption that free market 
forces will naturally encourage good school choices (Chubb & Moe, 1990; Friedman 
& Friedman, 1980). Th e realities of school choice, however, are more complex and bear 
closer scrutiny (Cohen-Vogel, 2003; Ridenour, Lasley & Bainbridge, 2001). For example, 
the No Child Left Behind Act (2001) supports this free-market approach and allows 
students in low-performing schools to transfer to other schools. However, as reported by 
the U.S. Secretary of Education, only “about 1 percent of students eligible to transfer out 
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of a low-performing school actually exercise their right to do so under the federal law” 
(Hoﬀ , 2006, p. 28). 
What are some negative consequences of these free-market policies? While the parents 
of students who are able to choose other schools experience a higher level of satisfaction 
with their schools, many other children are trapped in poor performing or failing schools 
(Fennimore, 2005; Hill, 2005). Th ese families may have preferred to attend better schools 
but were not accepted or have not applied to a school of choice. Students remaining in low-
performing schools are often those who have not been chosen as well as non choosers. 
Furthermore, the “creaming” of stronger students to choice schools exasperates the 
needs of the remaining students in other schools. Steve noted this in comparing Chicago 
Public High Schools on probation with special education population percentages. 
Since 2001 a number of probationary elementary and high schools in Chicago have 
been reconstituted and new schools have been created under the latest reform eﬀ orts 
labeled Renaissance 2010. Under this initiative, 100 new schools will be formed and low 
performing schools will be reformed or reconstituted. Few of these displaced students 
enrolled in a new Renaissance school. In fact, 44 percent of the displaced elementary 
students now attend other schools on probation (Catalyst Chicago, 2007). 
In extending choices to families, the responsibility for providing access to quality 
education seems to shift from policy makers to the parents who must take personal 
responsibility for making application to the schools of their choice (Van Dunk & Dickman, 
2002). In reality, many parents ﬁ nd these choices to be illusive. Lipman (2004) describes 
this sorting of students in Chicago based on incentives for middle class families as “a veneer 
of equity and opportunity on a vastly unequal system” (p. 56). She labels these options as 
the “illusion of choice” (p. 55). A student and family with fewer resources is less likely to be 
highly informed of the available options, and when informed, less likely to possess the time, 
energy, and transportation necessary to follow through with the applications.
Family Choice — Paul
Which families choose? It appears that parents who have attained a higher level of 
education are more likely to choose to have their children access educational choices 
beyond their designated neighborhood school (Van Dunk & Dickman, 2002). In 
this study, data was based on parental surveys in the Milwaukee area and supports the 
conclusions of Fuller (1996). In Fuller and Elmore’s (1996) three-year Harvard study of 
choice programs around the United States, the authors concluded that when parents were 
more involved with their children, they participated in choice more frequently. 
Parents in higher social classes are also more likely to select the school for their 
children, as evidenced by interview data Diamond and Gomez (2004) analyzed of 
middle-class and working-class African American parents. Holme (2002) likewise 
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concluded that parental status heavily inﬂ uences school choice. Not surprisingly, 
wealthier parents have the means to send their children to schools of their choice with 
more frequency (Fowler, 2002; Levin, 1997; Payne, 1993). Finally, parents connected 
with community networks are more likely to choose to have their children take advantage 
of educational choices beyond local schools (Howe, 2002; Smrekar & Goldring, 1999). 
Howe (2002) concludes that school district choice practices tend to “favor parents with 
savvy, time, and resources” (p. 22). 
Why do parents and families choose? For some, it is a matter of running from a 
low performing school. For others, the pull of a better school is the primary motivation 
(Howe, 2002; Smrekar & Goldring, 1999; Wronkovich, Robinson & Hess, 1998). Most 
decisions are likely based on a combination of both push and pull forces. Other studies 
(Cooper, 2005; Neild, 2005) have tried to discern speciﬁ c parental motivations such as 
school reputations, physically and emotionally safe environments, challenging academic 
programs, unique curricular emphasis, athletics or other extracurricular programs, 
convenience, distance, and the availability of transportation. However, low-income 
parents are seldom asked what kind of schools they would seek, so their perspectives or 
expectations are not readily available (Holme, 2002).
How do families choose? Choices are typically made based on available or known 
information. Quality information is needed to increase the likelihood of making 
appropriate choices, and free-market theories assume that this information is readily 
available and accessible. Stigler (1961) analyzed this economics of information and notes 
how reputation greatly impacts the purchasing decisions of consumers. 
Other studies reﬂ ect Stigler’s thinking on the diﬃ  culty in accessing or understanding 
pertinent information for making a school choice. Lack of information was cited by 
Howe (2002) as a major factor in reducing school opportunities for parents. Sometimes 
information is available but is not in the native language of many parents. Van Dunk 
and Dickman (2002) observed a link between parents with lower incomes and less 
education with the reality of being less likely to possess the needed information in make 
an informed school choice. In a study of African American parents in Philadelphia, 
Neild (2005) discovered that the parents of eighth-grade students accessed most of their 
information for high school choices from networks. African American mothers in Los 
Angeles based their school choices on emotions, values, and cultural relevancy (Cooper, 
2005). Parents with weaker networks and cultural capital were more reliant on the school 
printed materials regarding choices and were also less likely to visit the school to which 
they applied (Smrekar & Goldring, 1999). Th ese realities weaken the assumptions of 
free-market theorists in the application of economic theory to the market place of school 
choice. It is likely, therefore, that many children who could beneﬁ t from school choice 
may have parents or caregivers who are less informed about the school options.
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Largely overlooked but central to our interest in secondary school choice is the 
perspective of students. In major urban communities such as Chicago, as many as 77 
percent of the students attend schools other than their local or neighborhood high school 
(Duﬀ rin, 2001). As cited earlier, more data is known about the demographics of students 
who choose to bypass their local high school in favor of another high school than those 
who remain behind. Students themselves exert their voice into the decision-making process 
due to their knowledge (or ignorance) of high school options. Where do students get their 
information? As with parents, networks are vital. Unlike parents, however, students are in 
schools daily and hear school administrators speak strongly about diﬀ erent high schools. 
School reputations are earned, established, and diﬃ  cult to change. Hence many students 
may be dissatisﬁ ed with their perceptions of the local high school and/or are drawn to the 
positive reputations of other schools (Smrekar & Goldring, 1999). High school students 
in Akron, Ohio, listed safety, academic programs, convenience, staﬀ , student behavior, 
and athletics as their reasons for choosing other schools (Wronkovich, Robinson, & Hess, 
1998). Interviews of Chicago high school teens and their parents led Duﬀ rin (2001) to 
discern that students opt out of their local high schools due to disruptive students, lack of 
career programs, and bad academic reputations. Th ey were drawn to other schools due to 
attractive and challenging programs, improved school climate, and successful athletic teams. 
For reasons not always evident, some families and students do not apply to attend a 
school better than the failing local neighborhood school. Others apply but are not chosen, 
also for reasons that are not always evident. Steve was teaching many of these students.
Teacher Refl ection: Choice for My Students — Steve
During the 2004–05 school year, I began wondering how some of my students’ stories 
could be incorporated into this topic of school choice. I realized that I really knew very 
little about individual stories of how choice played a role in bringing students to Carter 
High School (a pseudonym). Th is realization prompted the development of a short 
take-home survey that was sent home with the students in three of my classes. It was my 
intent to use the survey results as a means of learning more about my students and also as 
an illustration for a statistics unit we would be doing later in the year. 
In the following week the surveys started trickling in and as they did, I read and 
re-read them. Th irty of my students had responded. All of the responders were honors 
students and all were African Americans (Carter High School is a virtually All-Black 
High School). Some were sophomores, some juniors and many seniors, but they were all 
in some type of honors math program. All of these students had the ability to go on to 
do some form of post-secondary education, and many did. Eighty percent of the students 
responding came from a CPS grammar school. One student had attended school in 
Jamaica, one in Mississippi, and four in the surrounding suburbs of Chicago.
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Although 73 percent of my students had applied to one or more Chicago Public High 
Schools (see Table 1) only 40 percent had been accepted outright by one or more of their 
schools of choice (see Table 2). Another 20 percent of the students had been accepted 
“with a catch” as they were told that they would need to take some placement exams 
or participate in a summer preparation program before they would be admitted. Th e 
remaining 40 percent were not accepted by any of the schools to which they had applied. 
Table 1
Number of High Schools to which Students Applied
(Not including their assigned neighborhood school)
Student Responses (n = 30)
 
Applied to  No. Students Cumulative %
0 schools 8 27%
1 school 2 33%
2 schools 5 50%
3 schools 7 73%
4 schools 3 83%
5 schools 5 100%
Table 2
Number of High Schools to which Students were Accepted
(Not including their assigned neighborhood school)
Student Responses (n = 30)
Accepted to  No. Students Cumulative %
0 schools 12 40%
1 school 6 60%
2 schools 4 73%
3 schools 2 80%
1–3 school(s) 
      w/a catcha 6 100%
aone or more schools accepted the student under the condition of living within certain geographic 
boundaries or completing another step in the application process. Th is step could be anything 
from taking a placement exam to enrolling in a summer enrichment or ramp-up course. 
 
But the most shocking story came when I began to read the student responses to the 
following question: “Why did you choose to attend Carter High School?” It is crucial to 
provide a large sampling of some of the student responses as it is here that their stories 
really began to unfold. Each of the following quotes was from a diﬀ erent student.
“Whitney Young said that I passed the test, it’s just that I had records of 
ﬁ ghting in my last school, so I didn’t get accepted…Carter High School 
was the last resort in my situation.”
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“Carter High School was not the school I chose to attend. I came to 
Carter High School the second semester last year. At that point of time, 
I had no other choice but to attend Carter High School….no other high 
schools were accepting students.”
“I didn’t get accepted [to other high schools] because I applied too late. I 
came to Carter High School because it was close to my house and I had 
no other choice.”
“I didn’t choose to come to Carter High School….I feel I was forced to 
come to Carter High School.”
“I didn’t choose Carter High School at all. When I ﬁ rst heard of Carter 
High School, I was like that school is terrible, but when I started coming 
it was pretty cool. I still wish I would have went to Whitney Young.”
“I didn’t want to come to Carter High School because I thought this was 
a bad school.”
“I really came to Carter High School because I had no choice.”
“I really didn’t have a choice, because I was coming from out of state.”
“I honestly didn’t choose to come to Carter High School, it was only my 
last resort. I got into a big ﬁ ght with a group of boys, and my mom felt it 
was best I leave that school.”
“I didn’t choose to come to Carter High School, it was my neighborhood 
school that my grammar school transferred me to when I graduated.”
“I didn’t want to come to Carter High School. Th e school I really wanted 
to go to was Prosser, but unfortunately they were overcrowded for 
freshmen. Th e next school I applied to was Crane, but they said that I 
wasn’t in their school district so that cancelled out. Finally my last choice 
at the time was to come to Carter High School…”
“I didn’t choose to come to Carter High School, I had no other choice, 
by me sending out my applications so late I had to go to my community 
high school.”
“Th e reason I chose to come to Carter High School was because of my 
misbehavior at Schurz… I had to get out of Schurz because I stayed in a 
ﬁ ght and I got expelled for a whole semester.”
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“I was in a no-choice situation… My choice would have never been to 
come here, honestly, and that’s just oﬀ  the school reputation.”
“I really didn’t choose Carter High School, it chose me. By no means was 
Carter High School even in the list of high schools I wanted to attend.”
“Coming here to Carter High School was my only choice.”
“Th e schools were already ﬁ lled up by the time I applied. I didn’t choose 
to come to Carter High School, I was put here because I wasn’t enrolled 
in any other high school.”
“I really didn’t choose to come to Carter High School. No other schools 
were accepting any incoming juniors except for Carter High School…so I 
ended up coming to Carter High School, which was my last choice.”
In summary, 73 percent of the students surveyed responded that they had come to Carter 
High School because they had had no other choice. How could this be? In a system built 
around school choice, how could there be so many students who perceived that they had 
no choice in where they were going to high school? Th ese were intelligent, able-minded 
students, the best and the brightest at Carter High School — and many felt as though 
they had no choice in where they went to high school?  
School Choice or School’s Choice — Paul
Market theory assumes the consumer is free to choose from the goods and services 
available. Th ese goods or services, while they may have a target audience, are subject 
to the discretion of the choices the consumer makes. In other words, these goods and 
services do not exercise any active choice of their own. In extending these theories to 
school choice, we assume that schools are chosen by the consumers, i.e., parents and 
students. Schools may advertise and market themselves to attract consumers, but the 
parents and students make the decisions to apply to particular schools. 
A closer look at actual practice may reveal something quite diﬀ erent. In essence, 
while parents and students choose to apply to diﬀ erent schools, as I did as an eighth-
grade student in Chicago, the schools themselves exercise the choice to accept or reject 
each applicant. Th erefore, the power of choice is shared by the consumer and producer, 
unlike market-based economic principles. 
Although this wrinkle is overlooked by many supporters of school choice, a few 
voices have noted this phenomenon. Witte (1995), in one of his earlier studies on the 
choices Milwaukee parents exercise in using state vouchers for private schools, recognized 
the roles schools play in choosing or rejecting applicants and suggested that research was 
needed on school selection eﬀ ects. Fuller identiﬁ ed this phenomenon when he wrote, 
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“How children are selected by choice schools can exacerbate the inequality between 
participants and non-participants.” (1996, p. 37). In an op-ed piece, Anderson states it 
more directly, “In Chicago, choice is a two-way street for the better prepared, the more 
motivated. Students with good test scores get to choose their high schools, and high 
schools with good programs get to choose their students” (2001). After interviewing 
African American parents, Neild (2005) similarly concedes, “as the choice process 
in Philadelphia reminds us, schools that select based on students’ previous academic 
performance do some choosing of their own” (p. 294). 
Th us, schools themselves exercise choice. Th is varies based on the ratio of the 
application pool to the slots available and on known and unknown admission policies, 
but all choice schools, even when underenrolled, can opt to reject an applicant.
Teacher Refl ection: The Fruit of Schools’ Choice — Steve
Curious about this issue of how a school’s ability to choose its students might in some 
way aﬀ ect the make up of its student body, I gathered the following set of data in fall 
2001. Th e data are now old and it would be interesting to see if there has been much 
change in the numbers during the nearly seven years since. Table 3 contains a list of all 
CPS high schools along with what percent of each school’s student body was categorized 
as “special education” (SE) in fall 2001. 
To this day, I am amazed at how the SE percentages were spread out along the 65 
schools listed. Th ere were 15 schools in our system that had SE populations of 10 percent 
or less, while 20 other schools had SE populations of 20 percent or more. Th e remaining 
30 schools were evenly spread out like stepping stones between 10 and 20 percent. 
When this information is digested along with a realization that of the 29 schools on 
probation, 23 of them were located in the 25 highest SE population schools, one starts 
to wonder just who is doing the choosing? It can’t be the students, can it? If this were 
the case, wouldn’t we see a relatively even representation of special education students in 
all schools? Th is table of data seems to support the idea that it is high schools, not the 
students who attend them, who ultimately hold the power of choice in their hands. 
Yes, school choice has opened the door for some, but certainly not for all. It is clear, 
school choice has given some students the opportunity to be educated outside their 
neighborhoods, but it is also clear that the schools of choice have been very particular in 
deciding whom they will let in and whom they will screen out. By placing the ultimate 
power of choice in the school’s hands, instead of the student’s, we have created a public 
school system where individual schools that beneﬁ t from a solid reputation get better and 
better while struggling high schools get worse and worse. 
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Table 3
Special Education (SE) Percentages by School for Chicago Public High Schools – Fall 2001
Note: P = a school on the Chicago Public Schools’ probation list in fall 2001. No data were 
available for the following Chicago Public High Schools: Amundsen, Spalding, Act Charter, Arts 
of Living, Flower, Lakeview, Noble St. Charter.
 School % SE 
1 Calumet 30.2 P
2 Robeson 27.4 P
3 South Shore 26.2 P
4 Harper 26.1 P
5 DuSable 25.6 P
6 Orr 25.5 P
7 Austin 25.1 P
8 Harlan 25.1 P
9 Englewood 24.7 P
10 Gage Park 24.5 P
11 Phillips 24.5 P
12 Fenger 24.1 P
13 Tilden 23.9 P
14 Corliss 23.7 
15 Carver 23.5 P
16 Bowen 22.3 P
17 Dyett 20.9 
18 Clemente 20.3 P
19 Crane 20.2 P
20 Manley 20.0 P
21 Hirsch 19.6 P
22 Wells 19.4 P
23 Collins 19.3 P
24 Kelvyn Park 19.3 P
25 Marshall 19.2 P
26 Foreman 18.6 
27 Senn 18.6 
28 Sullivan 18.1 
29 Roosevelt 17.5 
30 Washington 16.4 
31 Douglas 16.3 
32 Julian 15.9 P
33 Schurz 15.9 
 School % SE 
34 Bogan 15.1 
35 C.V.S 15.0 
36 Steinmetz 14.9 
37 Kennedy 14.8 
38 Chavez 14.6 
39 Richards 14.2 P
40 Farragut 14.1 P
41 Juarez 13.4 P
42 Hancock 12.7 
43 Hubbard 12.7 
44 Hyde Park 12.6 
45 Kenwood 12.6 
46 Best Practice 12.2 
47 Dunbar 12.1 P
48 Kelly 11.5 
49 Chi-Agriculture 11.0 
50 Morgan Park  11.0 
51 Curie 10.4 
52 Lincoln Park 10.4 
53 Prosser 9.0 
54 Lindblom 8.8 
55 Chi-Mil-Acad 8.7 
56 North Side Prep 8.4 
57 Simeon 8.4 
58 Hope 7.9 
59 Von Steuben 7.0 
60 Westinghouse 6.7 P
61 South Side Prep 5.6 
62 Jones 4.5 
63 Young 4.2 
64 Payton 3.8 
65 Lane Tech 2.1 
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Conclusions and Suggestions — Paul and Steve
So what role has school choice played in shaping the urban educational landscape? 
School choice has addressed some problems, but in doing so we must realize that it 
has created others. Based on observations and informal survey of his students, Steve 
concluded his April 4, 2005, letter with the following assertions:
1. Opening up choice in K–12 education creates “schools of choice,” but 
it also creates “schools of lesser choice” or “schools of last resort.”
2. School Choice beneﬁ ts students with the means to choose but works to 
the disadvantage of students without the means to choose.
3. School Choice gives students some initial freedom in choosing where 
they would like to go, but ultimately it puts the power of choice in the 
hands of preferred schools who decide which students they will or will 
not accept.
Our subsequent journey through the literature did little to alter these assertions. As 
we reﬂ ect on the data and our student interactions, we urge decision makers and 
stakeholders to at least acknowledge the power of educational institutions in actually 
choosing the students that may enroll. We also support the notion that to be more 
equitable, school choice must be monitored by policies that guard against the natural 
tendency of “sorting students” (Ayers, 2004, p. 121), which simultaneously creates 
clusters of superior schools at the expense of chronically underperforming ones. 
Additionally, increased funding and improved communication are essential ingredients of 
an eﬀ ective school choice policy. 
Finally, we encourage the collaborative eﬀ orts of scholar-practitioner partnerships 
that connect the theory and practice of issues such as school choice so meaningful 
conversations can take place. Not only have we beneﬁ ted from our mutual interest and 
dialogue on this topic, but our own students are enriched by invitations to join in our 
conversations. As one of Paul’s student reﬂ ected, “Talking with Steve was a source of new 
insights about the way that ‘problem’ schools develop and how we can work to make 
lasting changes. Before talking with him, I always thought that the best way to help 
kids in poor neighborhoods and schools was to get them out of the situation as fast as 
possible. Now I realize that lasting change must start in the neighborhood.”
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